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BRIEF COMMUNICATION

AN ADDITIONAL RECORD OF A MEIOLANIID TURTLE
FROM THE PLEISTOCENE OF NORTHERN QUEENSLAND

The extinet inciolanitds are an enigmatie group of turtles
characterised by ¢ranial horns and tail ¢lubs. They are
confined 1o the Southern  Hemisphere  and  their
phylogenetic relationships have been the subject ol much
discussion!, The oldest known Australian meiolanids come
lrom Oligocene and Miocene deposits in South Australia,
New South Wales and  Queenshund?4. Most of the
Australian material colleeted to date however, comes from
Late Pleistocene deposits of Lord Howe Islund®®. There are
additional Pleistocene ocenrrences of meiolaniid {from
Walpole Islund, New Caledonia, the Darling Downs of
Queensland and from the Wyandotte Formation’. This note
reports the presence of further meolaniid fossils from
Pleistocence  deposits ol Bluff Downs, north-castern
Queensland.

BlulT Downs is currently only known as a Pliocene site
with a wide range of taxa already having heen reported®
During field investigations ir: 1992, further fosstl exposures
were located upstream Irom, and on the opposite side to, the
matn Pliocene quarries, The fossils were located in a gully
that cut through a black soil plain and included mammals,
crocodiles and turtles. A detailed examination of the fossils
revealed little softening of features normally associated
with transportation or re-working and it was therefore
assumed (hat the original site of deposition was refatively
close. There were no overlying formations that could give
an age tn the Tossils.

However, the new collecting locality, named Jaw Site,
contained a diagnostic P of the diprotodontid marsupial,
Zygomatirus irilobus Macleny, a species with a Pleistoeene
distiibution™. This tooth dilTered from the P* of a new
species ol Zvgomatures that had heen recovered from the
Bluff Downs Phocene sediments (Lat. 19° 437 S, Long.
1457 367 E), indicating that Jaw Site was not Pliocene in
dge'”. Furthermore, there was no evidenee of the commonly
Tound Pliocene diprowdontid Furyzvgoma which was a
major component of the Blufl Down Local Fauna®, The age
of the site wus therefore either Plio-Pleistocene or
Pleistocene by hiocorrelation,

A number of bone fragments with distinctive sculpturing
was ddentilicd as being possible meiolaniid il ¢lub
frapments. This identification was confirmed hy E. Gaffney
ol the Ameriean Museum ol Natural History, One group ol
ragments (QM F25854) eontained 12 individual pieces
mcluding one partial tail club spike aud the distal ends of
caudal vertebrae (IFig. 1 A, B). The other group (QM
F25855) contained two tail ¢lub spike fragments and a
nuimber ol smalter bone shards (Fig, 1 Cy. The tails of these
land-dwelling turtles were covered with articulated bony
rings armoured with spikes.

The Wyandotte merolaniid was identified as having
alfinitics with Mefolania platyeeps Trom Lord Howe 1sland
rather than the mainland species M. oyweni from Kings
Creek, Darling Downs®. Untortunately not cnough material
has heen recovered to make any eonstruetive axonomie
assigninent Tor the Blufl Downs specimens except for
identification as a meiolaniid, Unlike its Lord Howe 1sland

eounterpart. the Bluff Downs metolaniid had a number ol
giant reptiles to contend with including several species ol
crocodile’, a large varanid and python®. Whether the
significant armour the meiolaniid possessed wus enough to
protect it from these potential predators will perhaps never
he known. Tts development and claboration during the
Tettiary perhaps suggests some sort of defence strategy.
The author wishes to thank E Gatfney who identified the
speeimens and R. Molnar who facilitated the wdentification.
The Smith Family of Bluff Downs Station continue to
provide assistance and support for the ongoing vesearch
into the Blutf Downs Local Fauna. The collection of the
Bluff Downs material was supported in part by an ARC

Fig. 1. Meiolaniid wrtle Tragments. QM F25854. A. Partal
tw] elub spike. B. Distai end of caudal vertebra. C. QM
F25855. Tuil cluh spike fragment. Seale har =35 mm.
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